on the 1st of May. We 
do so to show our 
solidarity with other 
working class people 
across the world, to 
celebrate past and 
present struggles, to 
show our power and 
remind the ruling 
class of their 
vulnerability. 

May Day is an 
international symbol 
of that resistance and 
power — a power 
expressed in the last 
words of August 
Spies, chiselled in 
stone on the 
monument to the 
Haymarket martyrs in 
Waldheim Cemetery 
in Chicago: 

“ The day will come 
when our silence will 
be more powerful 
than the voices you 
are throttling today. ” 


The Chicago 
anarchists, like all 
anarchists, were 
applying their ideas to 
the class struggle. 
They were forming 
unions organised and 
animated with the 
libertarian spirit. They 
saw that anarchism 
was not a utopian 
dream but rather a 
means of action, 
creating not only the 
ideas, but also the 
facts of the future 
itself by means of 
direct action, 
solidarity and 
organising from the 
bottom up. That was 
why they were 
effective and why the 
state framed and 
murdered them. 

The “Chicago Idea” 
is still relevant. We 
must apply our 
anarchist ideas to 
everyday life and the 
class struggle, inside 


and outside the 
workplace, in order to 
make anarchism a 
possibility. We must 
reclaim the anarchist 
spirit of May Day. 

Help make everyday 
an International Day 
of solidarity and 
direct action! 

Contact: 

Aotearoa Workers 
Solidarity Movement 
awsm@riseup.net 

website: awsm.nz 


Anarchism! 
Let's Do This 

AWSM.NZ 
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MAY DAY IS THE WORKERS’ DAY 


The history of 
Mayday is closely 
linked with the 
anarchist movement 
and the struggles of 
working people for a 
better world. 

May Day is a product 
of “ anarchy in 
action ” — of the 
struggle of working 
people using direct 
action to change the 
world. 

Its origins lie in the 
execution of four 
anarchists in Chicago 
in 1886 for organising 


workers in the fight 
for the eight-hour day. 



The anarchists 
thought that the eight 
hour day could only 
be won through direct 


action and solidarity. 
They considered that 
struggles for reforms, 
like the eight hour 
day, were not enough 
in themselves. They 
viewed them as only 
one battle in an 
ongoing class war 
that would only end 
by social revolution 
and the creation of a 
free society. It was 
with these ideas that 
they organised and 
fought. 

In Chicago the 
anarchists were the 
main force in the 














union movement, and 
partially as a result of 
their presence, the 
unions called for 
strikes on May 1 st in 
support of the 
demand for an 8 hour 
working day. 

In Chicago alone, 
400,000 workers went 
out on strike. This 
was the precursor to a 
series of days of 
action. On May 3, 
1886, police fired into 
a crowd of pickets at 
the McCormick 
Harvester Machine 
Company, killing at 
least one striker, 
seriously wounding 
five or six others, and 
injuring an 

undetermined number. 

Anarchists called for a 
mass meeting the next 
day in Haymarket 
Square to protest the 
brutality. The meeting 


was peaceful, but as it 
was breaking up a 
column of 180 police 
arrived and ordered 
the meeting to end. At 
this moment a bomb 
was thrown by an 
unknown person into 
the police ranks, who 
opened fire on the 
crowd. How many 
workers were 
wounded or killed by 
the police is still 
unknown. 

A reign of terror by 
the police then swept 
over Chicago. 
Meeting halls, union 
offices, printing shops 
and private homes 
were raided (usually 
without warrants). 
Such raids into 
working-class areas 
allowed the police to 
round up all known 
anarchists and other 
socialists. 


Eight anarchists were 
put on trial for 
accessory to murder. 
No pretence was 
made that any of the 
accused had carried 
out or even planned 
the bomb. Instead the 
jury were told “Law 
is on trial. Anarchy is 
on trial. Not 
surprisingly, the 
accused were 
convicted. Seven were 
sentenced to death, 
one to 15 years’ 
imprisonment. 

An international 
campaign resulted in 
two of the death 
sentences being 
commuted to life, but 
of the remaining five, 
one (Louis Lingg) 
cheated the 
executioner and killed 
himself on the eve of 
the execution. The 
remaining four 
(Albert Parsons, 
August Spies, George 



Engel and 
Adolph Fischer) 
were hanged on 
November 11th 
1887. They are 
known in 
Labour history 
as the 
Haymarket 
Martyrs. 

Between 
150,000 and 
500,000 lined 
the route taken 
by the funeral 
cortege and 
between 10,000 
to 25,000 were in the 
graveyard itself. 

In 1889, the American 
delegation attending 
the International 
Socialist congress in 
Paris proposed that 
May 1 st be adopted as 
a workers’ holiday. 
This was to 
commemorate 
working class struggle 
and the “ Martyrdom 
of the Chicago 


Eight” . Since then 
Mayday has become a 
day for international 
solidarity. 

The authorities had 
believed at the time of 
the trial that such 
persecution would 
break the back of the 
labour movement. 
They were wrong. In 
the words of August 
Spies when he 
addressed the court 


after he had 
been sentenced 
to die: 

“If you think 
that by hanging 
us you can 
stamp out the 
labour 

movement . . . 
the movement 
from which the 
downtrodden 
millions, the 
millions who 
toil in misery 
and want, expect 
salvation — if this is 
your opinion, then 
hang us! Here you 
will tread on a spark, 
but there and there, 
behind you — and in 
front of you, and 
everywhere, flames 
blaze up. It is a 
subterranean fire. You 
cannot put it out. ” 

Since the Haymarket 
event, anarchists have 
celebrated May Day 



















